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    For my mom, Lillian Mooring, who asked me to finish the LAST CHANCE BRIDES. 


I hope someday I am half the woman you are. 
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Chapter One
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Washington Territory – October 1867

“I now pronounce you man and wife!” the circuit preacher, Reverend Green, said in a somber tone completely inappropriate for what should have been a happy occasion.

Vivian Arceneaux swallowed and turned to face Cole Latimer, a man she’d known less than two days. 

From the moment she’d first heard him mentioned, months ago on the Horizon, en route to Last Chance in the Washington Territory, she’d claimed him for her own. Mr. Latimer was the younger son of an earl, who had left England to make his fortunes in the Northwest. He owned a fleet of ships, among his other interests. Knowing only these few facts, she’d been determined to marry him. 

Nearly a decade of fear and deprivation during and after the war had made her value security above all else. It wouldn’t have mattered to her if he’d been fat, bald, old, or infirm. 

But he was none of those things. Cole Latimer was a gorgeous man in the prime of his life. Candlelight caught strands of red and gold in his light brown hair, and his blue eyes were fringed with long, dark lashes. She wasn’t a short woman, but he towered over her, his shoulders broad beneath his tailored black suit. 

He smiled at her, dimples flashing in his lean cheeks. “I suppose that’s it then,” he said softly, taking her hand and turning toward the small crowd that had gathered in his drawing room to witness their marriage. Four more couples would be married tonight, the first of over twenty marriages that would take place during the next week. 

The Horizon had brought twenty-three women to marry the men of Last Chance, and since accommodations were scarce, it made sense for the weddings to take place as soon as possible. However, as grateful as Vivian was to be well settled, she’d have preferred to have had a little more time to get to know her new husband before actually tying the knot. 

“I suppose so,” she said numbly, still a little stunned that the whole thing had happened so quickly. “We’re married.”

When she’d first read the newspaper article back in New Orleans, advertising for brides to journey to the other side of the country, she’d known she had to take this chance. Born the daughter of a very wealthy plantation owner, she’d grown up with servants and everything her heart could desire. But then her fiancé had died during the first year of the war, and the damned Yankees had burned her family’s plantation to the ground. There’d been a house in New Orleans, but when her parents had died, one right after the other, she’d had no way of supporting herself. 

She’d sold her family’s heirlooms for pennies on the dollar just to keep food in her mouth. Her house had been about to be seized for taxes when she’d taken the chance to try and change her future. 

She’d journeyed to Washington with all the other hopeful women, and during the long trip on the Horizon, she’d been blessed to share a cabin with her old friend Charlotte and two strangers named Lilly and Hannah. The four women had become like sisters, and she’d been so caught up in the fun and friendship, she’d done her best to put the thought of her actual marriage out of her mind. 

Now, however, the time had come to pay the price for her newfound security. She only hoped that she could perhaps put things off for just a little longer. Surely, Mr. Latimer would be enough of a gentleman to realize that she needed a little time before she allowed him to consummate their vows.

She shuddered at the mere thought, trying to keep the smile pasted on her face. She very much feared it was more of a grimace. At least they hadn’t followed the custom of a kiss at the end of the ceremony. She didn’t think she could have borne to share such intimacy with this stranger in front of all these people when her nerves were already stretched to the breaking point.

Mr. Latimer led her to the back of the large drawing room in what was now her new home. He owned the largest house in the whole town, and she surveyed the fine furnishings and artwork with much satisfaction. She may have to let this man touch her, but she’d never have to worry that she’d starve or be put out on the street. 

Once again, she tried to convince herself that the benefits were worth the cost. 

“Would you like a glass of champagne?” he asked her in his posh British accent, peering down at her with concern. “You look a bit pale.”

She swallowed and nodded. “Yes, please.”

He gave her a tentative smile, then disappeared toward the refreshment table. She tried to focus on the next wedding taking place, but her mind whirled with panic. 

What have I done? What have I done?

“Everything will be all right,” her friend Lilly said, coming up beside her and squeezing her hand. “He seems a very nice man. I’m sure he’ll treat you well.”

Vivian smiled gratefully at the slim blonde girl, who was a couple of years younger than her and who had yet to make a match of her own. “Do you really think so?”

Lilly nodded firmly. “I know this is scary, but just think what an adventure we’ve all embarked on.”

An adventure. 

Vivian squared her shoulders. Lilly was right. She had survived some of the worst things that could happen to a person. She’d gone to bed hungry more times than she could count. She’d lost her family, wealth, and reputation. She could do this. All she needed to do was take control of the situation. She needed to let Mr. Latimer know in no uncertain terms that she would be the one to decide how fast their relationship progressed. 

Lilly sighed, her gaze traveling across the room to a hulking brute of a man, dark-bearded and sullen. “I’m afraid I’m going to end up with Mr. Monroe,” she said softly. “And I don’t even think that he wants me.”

Vivian let her own fears go for a moment, biting her lip as she stared at her friend. “I’m sure he’s very kind. And of course, he wants you. You’re beautiful, Lilly. If he can’t see that, he’s blind. But don’t give up hope yet, there are still half a dozen men to choose from.”

Their friend Hannah had come up with a very fair way to match the brides with their prospective husbands. After each social event, everyone would write down the name of the person they most wanted to wed. If two people wrote down each other’s names, they were paired off. 

Vivian had written down Mr. Latimer’s name the very first time, and she hadn’t been surprised when he’d written down hers as well. However, their instant connection was why they were one of the first ones to marry. They would suit each other well. 

If only she could get over her fears of the marriage bed... 

“I suppose,” Lilly answered morosely. Then she smiled and patted Vivian on the shoulder. “I’ll see you tomorrow, and I expect you to tell me everything.” With a wink, she turned and walked away, leaving Vivian alone for the first time all night.

She twisted her hands nervously, then caught herself and stopped, pasting on the serene look she’d spent a lifetime perfecting. She may be in a completely unforeseen and uncomfortable situation, but she was still Vivian Arceneaux, daughter of one of the best families in the South. She would not allow anyone to see her fear, especially Mr. Latimer.

* * *
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AS COLE WAITED IN LINE at the refreshment table, he couldn’t help but steal repeated glances at his beautiful bride. Her raven hair contrasted starkly with her striking blue eyes. She was tall for a woman and had the loveliest slim curves. He still couldn’t quite believe his luck. 

When he and his friends had hatched this mad plan more than a year ago as a way to bring some women to their burgeoning town, he’d told himself not to get his hopes up too high. But Vivian was everything he’d wanted in a wife and more. They’d only had a few conversations, but she was bright, intelligent, well-bred, and fun.

He knew it was too soon to begin thinking about a family, but that was all that had been on his mind since he’d first seen her. He was thirty-two, and the need to start his own line of Latimers here in his adopted country had been foremost on his mind.

He’d been lonely for so long, displaced from everything he knew. The thought of having a partner, someone sweet and soft to tell his troubles to... Well, one couldn’t put a price on such a thing, could they?

At last, he was able to fill a glass of punch and make his way back over to Vivian, but as he approached, he caught her in a rare fit of nerves, twisting her hands and biting her lush bottom lip. 

Of course, she was nervous. They hardly knew each other, and now they were bound together for life. He was nervous, too, and he found it quite endearing that she looked a little overwhelmed. Her confidence was very attractive, but it was nice to know she wasn’t as relaxed about the night to come as she seemed.

“Here you are, Miss...” He trailed off after handing her the punch and gave her a lopsided smile. “Well, I can’t very well call you Miss Arceneaux anymore, can I?”

She lowered her gaze, her cheeks pinkening. “You may call me Vivian.”

“Vivian,” he said softly, liking the way it rolled off his tongue. “And you may call me Cole.”

“Cole,” she repeated, her blush deepening.

He gestured around the crowded room. “This party will probably go on for some time, but I know you must be exhausted. Shall we retire upstairs?” The need to get her alone nearly overwhelmed him. He’d waited for this, for his wife, for so long. He was eager to begin their life together. 

She nodded, and he took her hand, pulling her eagerly toward the stairs. Several people glanced their way, but he didn’t care what they thought. He’d played host long enough and rather wished he didn’t have the biggest house in town. It would have been wonderful if they’d been able to leave the party completely, instead of listening to it go on below them for who knew how long.

At the top of the stairs, he turned right, heading for the door that led to the common sitting room that they would share. He’d designed this house in the fashion of his family’s estate back in England. The sitting room was flanked by two bedrooms, and he was eager to see what she thought of hers.

As he opened the door, he noticed she was dragging her feet, but then she dug in her heels completely, refusing to enter the room. “Mr. Latimer... Cole... I am not ready for this. Not yet. We hardly know each other.”

His heart plummeted, though he’d known this was a possibility, even expected it. Still, he’d hoped she’d be as eager to consummate their commitment as he was. He forced a smile. “I would never require anything of you that you weren’t ready for, Vivian. I only wish to show you our suite.”

“Suite?” she asked, so hopefully that he almost groaned.

“Come,” he coaxed, ushering her inside. 

When she saw that it was only a sitting room, she visibly relaxed. “This is lovely,” she murmured, running her gloved fingertips over the polished teak furnishings. The chairs and sofa were upholstered in soothing blue and white stripes, and the curtains were blue velvet. 

He walked across the room to the door on the left. “This is your bedroom.”

She trailed behind him, pausing in the doorway to take in the feminine rose and gold décor. A large four-poster teak bed sat against the far wall, with matching dressers and an armoire, along with a marble fireplace and comfortable rose chairs. He’d put a lot of thought, care, and expense into making this room perfect for her, long before he’d even known who she would be.
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